The problem of educating extremely backward 
The problem of educating extremely backward and defective children in the public schools is a comparatively new one. Before compulsory attendance laws began to be strictly enforced, public school authorities had no adequate idea of the magnitude of the problem. Children who failed to get along fairly well in the ordinary classes either by reason of their low mentality, or their refractory bearing, or both, often ceased to attend, and were absent or truant without the knowledge of the authorities. In an article in The Teacher, December, 1907, Dr. Witmer comments upon this fact in discussing the evolution of special classes in the Philadelphia schools. Before attendance at school was enforced by law the Superintendent had reported that there were not enough backward children in any neighborhood in Philadelphia to form a special class. By 1900 there were reported 1,122 children in the schools too backward for the usual grade instruction.
The experience of Philadelphia is the experience of Baltimore and doubtless of all large communities. Before the attendance laws were effectively enforced there were as many of these special cases in the community as there are now; few of them, however, remained long enough in school to attract serious attention or to hinder the instruction of the more tractable and capable.
If it were not for the fact that the presence of mentally defective children in a school room interfered with the proper training of the capable children, their education would appeal less powerfully to boards of education and the tax-paying public. It is manifestly more expensive to maintain small classes for backward and refractory children, who will profit relatively little by the instruction they receive, than to maintain large classes for children of normal powers. But the presence in a class of one or two mentally or morally defective children so absorbs the energies of the teacher and makes so imperative a claim upon her attention that she cannot under these circumstances properly (102) They also overlook some home conditions which are very important factors in over-pressure. For instance, a recent study made by the teachers of one school of 500 pupils in a foreign section of Baltimore shows that 76 children, ranging in age from six to thirteen years, are obliged by their parents to attend a denominational school from one to two and a half hours daily, in addition to the five hours which they spend in the public schools. Many of these boys sell papers in the morning before school. Thus they have no leisure; they scarcely know the meaning of play; their parents have no conception of the physiological limit to mental activity. !No wonder these children appear anemic and show signs of fatigue. Before this study was undertaken, it was the opinion of the teachers that the children were suffering from lack of sufficient food, and they were agitating the question of giving them daily a nourishing meal at the city's expense. They found by investigation, however, that there were very few parents who could not afford to supply their children with proper food. "This blind child learned her first play from children of normal vision in a public school kindergarten, and on being sent at six years of age to a residential school for the blind she was then able to distinguish the difference in actions and to miss the kind of play to which she was accustomed. After about twelve months of attendance at the residential school, we found she was developing into a very different child from the one we sent away.
Then we were thankful she was so young, but it took several years of home influence, which means so much to a blind child, to eradicate the evils of association with children from the worst parts of the city. In dealing with exceptional children the co-operaition of teachers and physicians is absolutely essential. The teacher of the special class needs to develop to some extent the insight characteristic of the skilful diagnostician, and the school physician needs to be a good deal of a psychologist.
